In the three accounts in this edition, as is usual in this section of the journal, what creates the difference is the context and purpose of each intervention. The first account describes an ongoing programme within the UK Civil Service where action learning is a key part of an organisational development programme. The second is an inquiry into the practice of social commissioning which combines action research, appreciative inquiry and action Learning. In the third a student on a DBA programme reflects on the possibility of introducing action learning into his professional practice. The OD initiative focuses on enabling individual staff to cope with increasing unpredictability and complexity. One of the commissioning Senior HR Directors said that they wanted the HR community to have more 'useful trouble makers' in it, people with slightly 'sharper elbows'. In the second paper the action research central purpose was an aspiration to help professionals to listen to and learn from their patients. In the third the intention to include action learning in professional practice emerged from reflection on personal experience.
The three papers also illustrate different approaches to organisational development. The first is driven by a desire to break down barriers and develop stronger links between the various arms of government. In the second, the research process reveals the implications for the wider system which emerge in the discussions about what has been learned from the patients' stories about what has helped them move towards greater well-being. In the third situation, currently marked by a prescriptive approach to training, the purpose is to enable practitioners to talk to meaningfully to each other about their practice. The organisational impact has yet to emerge.
In 'From Nurturing the H in HR to Developing the D in OD -Systemic benefits where action learning and Organisational Development combine.' Richard Hale, Carolyn Norgate and James Traeger reflect on their experience of combining action learning questioning with a humanistic approach to Organisational Development in the UK Civil Service. Their ongoing aim is to build more effective links within and between the ministries, departments and agencies of government and to help to develop a culture that supports the people who are having to respond to situations of increasing uncertainty and complexity. The authors suggest that events such as terror attacks and Grenfell Tower require the 'mobilisation of a mind-set, attentive to relationships and plans on the ground, that is reflexive, responsive and systemic'. Their review is based on three perspectives: participants written accounts of their learning as part of a post graduate qualification; events where graduates told their stories about the impact of the programme; and the authors' review of their own experience and learning as facilitators. They describe themselves as a form of action learning set within this process, learning with and from each other. The story telling element involved a series of three three-hour workshops, with former participants of the OD&D programmes. In small groups each person had just 3 min to tell a story of a time when they felt they most made a difference as an OD practitioner. Each group then inquired more deeply into each of the stories and worked together to extract common themes. The findings that emerge from these processes indicate both personal and systemic changes. The authors suggest they have contributed to a 'new mood' in the Civil Service and the development of a more resilient community with more openness to change.
In Report on some Action Research in the implementation of Social Prescription in Crawley. Paths to greater wellbeing: 'Sometimes you have to be in it to get it', Danny Chesterman and Malcolm Bray describe the processes they used in looking for evidence to better inform the commissioning of social prescribing programmes. Because they wanted to help practitioners commissioning or providing social prescription services to learn from citizens/patients what contributes to greater well-being, they elected to combine three approaches. These were action research, using practitioners as co-researchers to discover the answer to key questions; appreciative inquiry to identify areas of successful change to help build capacity across the system; and action learning to embed a cycle of questioning, planning, experimentation and reflection. We are given a glimpse of the outcomes of these processes in four patients stories. The six co-researchers, who talked to these patients and have contributed to the writing of this account, were all either commissioning, providing or enabling people to live well with a variety of long term conditions. They found that the process of hearing about the lived experience of patients and registering which things had made a positive difference had a powerful impact on how they connected with their core work and the way they cooperated across the system. They learned that patients don't mind who supports them 'as long as it's the right person' and that small steps can have a big impact. The authors suggest that the process of appreciative action research offers an alternative to the traditional professional/patient relationship. The Action learning element helped the practitioners to 'learn together what makes the difference' and to explore the implications for their own practice.
In Account of Practice: Transferring the 'Drawer of Nonsense' from a DBA-Program to Daily Professional Practice, Gido Englisch explains how he intends to build a bridge between his experience of action learning as a student on a DBA programme with his professional life as a consultant in the finance industry. Describing himself as 'an accidental academic' (Groves 2016) he describes his experience of action learning, where he engaged in critical reflection and explored problems to which there could be no straightforward solutions. This has led him to reflect on the 'one size fits all' approach to staff development in his workplace and the lack of any real opportunity for meaningful exchange about practice within the work force. He also describes how he has also transferred an aspect of his professional to his student life. In order to cope with an overwhelming amount of information each day he developed a 'drawerful of nonsense' into which he put things that were not urgent or immediately relevant. As a student this included things such as research methods he was not using but which he might need in the future. The drawer stores key information where it will always be at hand. He concludes that, while is still largely a man of action, theory and reflection have become much more a part of his student and professional life.
